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  CHAPTER 1

 There was an hour of learning steps, then an hour of social dancing. Kit learned the steps but she didnt stay for the dancing.
 The hall, property of St Christophers, was more cramped and more decrepit than she had pictured it. Just to get in you had to edge round stacks of unmatched plastic chairs. The street-side windows were filled with wire glass. The walls were littered with Sellotape, tin tacks, the dog-ends of near-illegible notes: do not DO NOT boiling waThursdays Every Time BUT. The plasterwork, too, was a mess. In another part of the world half the plaster damage might have been taken for bullet holes. Or perhaps this was another part of the world? Even the air carried the dead-alive smell of split sewerage cut with bleach products. Kit felt near illegible herself as she paced the beautiful, old, battered, softly sprung floor.
  

 She had wavered, up in her little attic bedroom in the late summer gloom, thinking, Friday evening, should she go out and dance, or flick on the lights and settle down to some work? She had failed to imagine at all accurately what shed be in for, the dirty wire glass, wrecked plaster, eau-de-Nil paint, a maladjusted sound system, not that any of this really mattered. The moment the class had begun shed ceased to register these things, and had instead succumbed to the rote enthusiasm of the endlessly yelling instructor, Thats it, people, passion!one two, three four; come on, come on; lets see, you movehips!, TWO, three four. Excellent, nicetwo, three four; and left, andWHAP! Nice there, betterwhap whap, whap whap; like this, like THIS! Girls?cooee, you all right, mate?three FOUR; keep up, keep up; and next and LEFT and hips!, and LEFT and
  *

 Kit, once shed chosen to go dancing, had discovered as she walked along to the bus stop that it was warmer outside than in. She had got herself to the hall, all the way across town, but that had only been the start of things because, having shown up for the Beginners try-out session, she had found that it was full. Full? It hadnt even occurred to her this was possible.
 The instructor had shouted, at Kit and others, the surplus gaggle of them, that they could either try again, Okay, next week Thursday, or could wait an hour, come back and try Intermediate.
 Once more, Kit had found herself wavering. Intermediate? How hard was that likely to be? Would she be able to hack it, more or less? Would it be worth the wait of an hour? And if she waited, tried, and found it too difficult, then what?
 She teetered on the verge of abandoning her project. She could have caught a bus back into town never to return, and shed considered this. But, stepping out of the hall onto the pavement, she had spotted a caf opposite through a break in the traffic, had, seizing the moment, run through the traffic without especially thinking about it, over the road and into the caf, Pams Cafe, had bought herself a sandwich and a cup of tea andthere she had found herself with an hour and nothing much to do.
 That was what had happened, not planned or anything.
 Of course, her dash through the break in the traffic, had she misjudged it just a little, whap whap, whap whap, she could have been killed. And that would have been it.
  

 Kit had picked this particular dance club mostly on account of its being run out of a hall up the nearest hill in East Oxford; not a hill, more a slope reallySt Christophers Social Dance Club, an easy stroll from the estates lying on the inner outskirts, as she conceived it, of the roughest edge of town. What shed fancied to herself, when she had happened upon a flyer advertising the class, had been beginner dancers dancing up the hill, twirling like deranged weathervanes on a level with the tops of the citys ghoulish spires. This much she had pictured, set within a church hall that had not, in her imagination, appeared war-damaged.
 Instead of any of which, here she was at a table in a comfortless East Oxford caf with a cheese-pickle sandwich and a large cup of tea. The only work-related material she had with her was the notebook that she kept in her bag. She got it out and flipped through the pages: brief comments on a seminar from the end of the previous term, Electricity and the Imagination, heard it all before. Notes from The Times on the Bermondsey cholera outbreak, 1849, N.B. several witnesses in the Manning murder case died of cholera before they could give evidenceamusing at a distance, she reflected; though, amusing? Notes in rough for the first lesson shed given Orson:
  O. TWIST PlotDickens begins it in instalments starting Feb. 1837. Almost certainly initially intended as just a few episodes, The Parish Boys Progress, social satireonly then? does Dickens decide to upgrade it to a full-blown criminal-romance serial novel. N.B. includes a brutal prostitute-murder, Nancy bludgeoned to death in her bedroom by her pimp, Sikes and

 Kit was bored. She flicked backwards through the pages, stopping randomly at a list shed scribbled months earlier, names of various criminal suspects mentioned in the memoirs of John Wilson Murray, a late nineteenth-century Ontario detective: Hunker Chisholm, Knotty OBrian, Senator Voorhees, Young Billy Nay, Nettie Slack, Napper Nichols, Poke Soles, counterfeiter, or shover of the queer. Polly Ripple, Meta Cherry, Baldy Drinkwater, Ebenezer Wardwas Meta a real name? Yes, certainly it was.
  

 After half an hour Kit bought a second cup of tea. Intermediate-level dancingperhaps, come to think of it, it was preferable to fail where there was no hope of succeeding, i.e., perhaps Intermediate would be less embarrassing than Beginners, not more so. Well, so what? The principal point was to avoid meeting anyone she knew, because all Kit was really after was to lose herself in some steps, a form of loss for which, in her view, anonymity was a prerequisite. She glanced over the road and thought, bloody hell, and wondered, what am I doing here in this shabby little caf?
  Answer: she was reading, or trying to.
 Kit tried to read. On the page facing the name list she had recorded the outlines of a couple of Detective Murrays cases. In one he had posed as a comatose dosser under a bench, simulating unconsciousness in order to eavesdrop on a gang of firemen who were suspected of setting fires for profit. The firemen, in turn, had seized this opportunity to urinate all over him. Pissing arsonists, Kit thought. She found she had also copied outmainly, she deduced, because the line was in metreMurrays description, p. 73, of the effect on a farmers wife of being forced to confess to murder: Her eyes were like those of an ox in whose throat the butchers knife has been buried. And then, God, below this, yes, here were notes, sentences Kit had patiently transcribed one after another, concerning the case of Jessie Keith, a young girla real young girl, these were real casesJessie Keith, who had gone missing near Listowel, Ontario, on October 19th, 1894:
  The party hunting beyond the Keith home came upon the pieces of a body lying in the woods. Newly turned earth showed them where the parts had been buried. Other portions were spread out while others had been tossed into the brush. Tightly wrapped around the neck was a white petticoat, soaked crimson. The head was uncovered and the pretty face of Jessie Keith was revealed. The girl had been disembowelled and carved into pieces.

 Kit bent closer to the page. In almost hieroglyphic scrawl her notes indicated that the hunting party had been able to find, and had roughly reassembled, some two-thirds only of Jessie Keiths body. Detective Murray had been called in, and had tracked down a locally escaped lunatic called Almeda Chattelle; and no doubt it was the warped lucidity of this madmans explanations that had led to his being found fully responsible for the crime. To Kit, though, rereading Chatelles remarks, he seemed about as insane as it was possible for a single human being to be. He had spoken with ostensible distress about the moment at which he had taken the pretty girl, of how it had come over him like a flash:
  I grabbed her around the waist and carried her to the woods. She screamed and dug her heels into the ground, so I tied the white skirt around her neck. She still struggled, so I took out my knife and I cut her across this way and then down this way, and I threw away the parts of her I did not wish, and the parts I liked I treated considerately, and later I buried them under a tree. I was not unkind to the parts I liked.

 The parts I liked I treated considerately, and laterlater? The parts I liked II was not unkind to the parts I
 Kit, repelled, allowed her gaze to leap up from the page and was confronted by the sight of people spilling elatedly from the hall. Beginners try-out was over. Her pulse started to race, she snapped her notebook shut, rose like an automaton to her feet.
  

 There was an hour of learning steps, then an hour of social dancing. And the learning part was fine. It was great. In sum, it engaged Kit completely without being so hard she couldnt do it.
 The instructor started off with a flurry of points. Bit of a crowd in, extras from Beginners, please, chaps, ladies, this side, that side. I know, I know. Well learn the steps in groups. Ghost partners for now, call it a refresher lesson; sorry, folks. Next weekBeginners will be Thursdays from next week, not Fridays, do not forgetits in at the deep end for you new people, itsarent we popular!
 But the shouting, where it actually mattered, was a case simply of, Right, girls this side, blokes that side. The term ghost partners, meanwhile, was as much as to say that they would all be dancing alone.
 Kit observed at once, immediately, that she was the tallest person there, and so was relieved about the pairing business. Being paired off, or worse still, failing to be paired off, was what she had most dreaded about the entire exercise. If only she had known this wasnt going to happen, or not straight awayphantom partners, ghost position, arms circling no onehow much better she might have endured her slow and fretful hour of waiting. You goof, she said to herself repeatedly, as she paced the sprung floorboards and waited to begin.
  

 Even the dancing wasnt at all what she had expected. The instant they started Kit found herself exhilaratedly stamping in formation with the other girls. The boys, men, danced in a block to the side of them, a different dance, the complement, obviously, to their own; Polly Ripple one side, Senator Voorhees the otherwhap whap, whap whap; like this, like THIS. Girls?cooee, you all right, mate?three FOUR; keep up, keep up; and next and LEFT and hips!, and LEFT and And the fact that a number of people found it difficult led to incidental chaos, but this exhilarated Kit too. It lifted her spirits. It waswhap whap, whap whapexhilarating simply to be exhilarated; not at all what she had been picturing when shed sat motionless on her bed. She had imagined a much more floaty experience. The mob aspect feltyes yeslike preparation for a war. It was therefore no doubt somewhat debasing, she thought vacantly; though if so, it was definitely debasing in an uplifting-feeling wayif that wasnt, oh brilliant!what being debased meant.
 After a while, Kit consciously began to take stock, noticed the glimpses of shimmer on her side of the hall, these girls dressier than the Beginner crowd had been, more serious, the ones who could do it, pearl-spangled skirts, sequins, gloss, their more pronounced movements leading to after-tremors of glintand left, and back, and three, and turntheir hair though, in the main, impeccably unmoving. Kit wasnt dressed right, but she hadnt expected she would be, not even for Beginners; this distinction she had swallowed in advanceyes yes. Thats it, people, passion!one two, three four; come on, come on; lets see, you movehips!,TWO, three four. Excellent, niceTWO, three four; and left, andWHAP! Nice there; good you!better
 Kit tried to stop thinking. And for a while, it was everything she had wished it to be, and she lost herself in the steps. Yet as minute succeeded minute, she came slowly back to herself, realising that if she was happy to be implicit in a gang, this pleasure by no means fully offset the awkwardness of managing such steps alone. With her body she felt keenly the lack of a partner. She hankered for his missing balanceforce?lilt? It was disordering to be unsupported. Especially her top half felt adrift. With her feet, the steps, the formation stamping, the experience was fun. But her top half keened to be held.
 She grasped that the first hour was done only when the instructor shouted, Ten minutes, before adding with a saucy wink that after this theyd be able to pair themselves off or not as they pleased, as it fell out.
 Kit walked over and propped herself up against the pockmarked wall, closing her eyes as small defence against a sudden but not surprising fit of light-headedness. Most people had shuffled towards the back to drink water theyd brought with them. The noise of those who knew each other or were just friendly covered the silence of those who didnt or werenta mash of sound that receded crazily fast as Kit bent, crouched, slid floorwards, head tipped between her knees, afraid she might be pitching into a faint.
  

 When she had sufficiently recoveredit was only a few seconds, and she was used to the brief descent of this somehow razorish fogshe hauled herself back up onto her feet and passed amongst the others, shaken still, but aware of their ironical comments, their complaints, their readjusting of garments and fanning of faces. Kit went to her bag, picked it up, looked inside it for no accountable reason, and then quietly, downheartedly, slipped away.
 It hadnt been like any dance club she had ever heard about or seen represented on screen, or, indeed, dreamed of. On the contrary, the place had felt borderline hostile, not to mention its being so badly organised. There were all sorts of reasons to leave, yet the one most acceptable to her, irritatingly enough, was the fact that she had been the tallest person there; not by much, but even so.
 She had noticed it at once, and had had the duration of the first hour to get over it. Easy to say that it couldnt have mattered less. In some part of her mind she had said this to herself, for an hour.
 Then shed left.
  

 Outside on the hall steps, Kit shivered. It was cooler now and her own heat was largely expended. She decided to salvage the evening by fitting in a short stint at the library. Pams Cafe, where in virtual solitude she had sat out the previous hour of her life for the price of a sandwich and two cups of tea, had transformed itself into the strip-lit refuge of four, five, six huddled figures.
 Kit walked up the street, drooped against the bus stop and stared back at them, and it came to her abruptly that of everyone on the Ontario-criminals name list, it was Jessie Keith, a child one day cut into pieces and then in some appalling fashion raped, who had best exemplified the name, Meta Cherry. In the act of forming this thoughttoo late, that isKit wished her mind would leave words alone where words didnt serve.
 The scene through the caf window, plus the window itself, scattered over with special offers handwritten on dayglo stars, looked like a black-and-white photograph, Useless People at Twilight, that happened to have come out in colour. Who were they all, Kit wondered, these wasters? She stared at them, annoyed, until two of them started to laugh, at which she was pierced by a sense of her own loneliness. Oh yes, she thought, more annoyed still, and isnt this just exactly the kind of moment where youre supposed to ask, What is life for?
 While she was busy replying to herself that this was a question she was unqualified to address, she was startled by a hand on her arm, You off then? Shea man had taken hold of her, nondescript, tough, thin, Kit only peripherally looked at himcrop-haired, a not-quite-youngish man.
 He let go.
 Kit said, Im just catching the bus, and looked back at the caf, at the laughing people inside it, at the sun-bleached, illustrated menu, green and orange dayglo stars. She looked around at the street, at the world, at the rest of the world, at a cyclist, a graffitied dustbin, a kid opposite who
 Youre okay, are you?
 a kid opposite who was walking along with odd, stiff, jolly, deliberate steps.
 The man hesitated then tried again. Were you thinking of coming back next week?
 Not now, Im not, thought Kit, though she hadnt been planning to anyway.
 I was hoping I might get a chance to dance with you, he said. You wereyou didnt want to try out with a partner?
 Kit felt got at. She was a definite pip taller than him. She drew herself up. She muttered, I dont know, I have to be off. As she had just left the hall, wasnt that pretty obvious?
  Might you make it next time, do you think? he asked.
 If I can, she said, gracelessly.
 Joe, he said, and held out the hand with which he had notionally detained her.
 She shook handshow could she not?and seemed to remember hearing that blind people judged the beauty of strangers by the feel of their hands. What did his hand feel like? He was nondescript, tough. His hand was nondescript, tough. It meant nothing to her. What might her hand feel like, come to think of it, to him? Nothing, also?
 Kit, she replied.
 Kit?
 Kit, she said, more distinctly. Perhaps he wasnt nondescript after all. Tough though, yes. There was about him a certainwhat? He caught her eye, smiled and turned away, and walked away back towards the hall.
  

 On the short return bus ride down the hill to town, Kit felt furious. She often thought about joining this or that club, society, about attending events, getting out, meeting people. She would think about it, would revolve the idea in her mind, would feel she had understood whatever it was she wished to understand, and would then proceed to remain at home. The scheme of a dance club, of really going to onethe fact that she had done it had been an exception.
 Now, trailing along in the traffic past the drearily colourful little Cowley Road shops, murals, tawdry and decayed; now, sitting on the bus in a bad mood, it felt to Kit as though she had left the dance class expressly to avoid, as he had said he was called, Joe; though the fact was, she hadnt known he existed until after shed got outside. She wished she had walked back down into town, he wouldnt have caught up with her then; but she had wanted, and did want, to fit in time at the library, and it was late.
 For an instant what felt like another hand settled lightly on her head, the gesture of a priest. But it turned out to be the elbow of a young man who, as he walked past her seat, paused to get the zip up on his jacket. Kit shook herself, faintly disgusted.
 She had left the club because shed been too tall, and because shed had the sense that depression was gathering, not within her exactly, but at the edges of the experience. She had had the powerful sense that if she didnt get out while the going was good, it would cease to be good; that the going barely was good, in factwas pretty weird, you might saybut that the thing was still at a stage where it would be possible to think about it afterwards as having been good, maybe, viewed in retrospect; the stamping, for example, humorous. She could still be funny about it speaking to someone who hadnt been there, about the self-regarding boys and the girls with their glue-hard hairif she chose, and had anyone to speak to.
 Had she stayed, however, she didnt doubt that she would very soon have reached the point where going to a dance club would have seemed like something she should have known from the start was a mistake, a girl like her, going to a dance club off up out eastwards from town. It almost felt like a mistake now, either despite her having been asked back, or because of itbecause he, so-called Joe, had made her wonder really why she had gone: Joe. He had looked capable; but capable of what, she had no idea.
  

 When the bus reached the High Street, Kit walked along the aisle from the back to the middle exit, stooping to pick up a wallet-sized zip bag that lay on the floor. Ahead, the Queen Street stop was already blocked by several other buses, so Kits driver pulled up short. Kit made a hasty offer of the bag to the nearest passenger, a woman, who took it from her in confusion. Oh my God, she said, then, Thanks. Youre a star.
 The driver bent round to see what was happening. Kit scowled back at him.
 As she ran over the High Street she said to herself, youre a star. Youre a star!
  

 She loped up the Old Bodleian Librarys main staircase two steps at a time. These steps always felt wrong to her. She assumed their dimensions had been worked out so far in the past that even tall people had been short then. At any rate, one step at a time reduced her to mincing her way up, while two required an over-long stretch, and what she considered uncouth athleticism.
 Happily, going down was different. Unless she was positively unwell, Kit liked to rush down this staircase one step at a time as fast as possible, giving her a buzz akin to riffling her thumb through a 900-page paperback.
 She had ordered for herself, on a whim, two different editions of the novel Eugene Aram, based on the life of a real murderer, and written by Dickenss friend, Bulwer Lytton. She also expected to find waiting in her name a clutch of W.S. Haywards so-so erotic novels. These Kit had ordered from the librarys low-frequency storage dump in case there was any merit in recommending them to her sole student, Orson McMurphy, whose name, she now realised, made him sound rather like a late nineteenth-century Ontario cattle thief.
  

 Kit slipped through the swing doors of the upper reading room and attempted to walk noiselessly across its exasperating cork floor. She didnt want to draw attention to herself, not that it was any big deal. Who spent their Friday nights in the library before the start of a new academic year? Outcasts and lunatics, was her answer to this question, or more bracingly, those with nothing better to do.
 She strolled light-footed past the ranks of vast work tables, towards the issue desks, about to have to retrieve a stack of mid-Victorian erotica, oh dear. She had long since stopped needing to give the librarians her name. They recognised her as Farr, Christine Iris, and would hand her her books in silence. The regular librarians, Kit thought, were like barmaids to her mind, with the upper reading room her favourite mental watering hole. Whatll it be tonight? Ill take a half of Bulwer Lytton with a low-grade erotica chaser, thanks. And what did the librarians care? They didnt care. Would they even know what the books were? Presumably not. Nevertheless, The Soiled Dove, Skittles in Paris, Anonyma.
 The reading room was calm and warm, peaceful, concentrated, enclosed by the vision of nightfall. The great windows glittered where light from the ceiling lamps reflected off the insides of the panes. Kit took seat 103 and stared out through the glass at the looming roofline of huge, ancient buildings, each one caught in its own dense dose of sickish electric glare.
 She was back in a good mood because she had questions in her head that intrigued her to which she was about to find out a few answers. What a blessing so much of the trash she wished to consult had survived the purges of well-informed librarians long ago. The Soiled Dove, though, 1865, oh God, she thought.
 It proved to be a pathetic story. The Honourable Plaistow Cunninghame liked to arrange fake wedding ceremonies for himself, performed by his good friend Black, and would then debauch his latest supposed bride for as long as she amused himso far, so hackneyed. His career had reportedly begun with the apple-cheeked, country-girl type, figured in the person of Dolly Dimsdale; but at the novels start he could be found upgrading to the sweet-natured and well-bred, though inadequately protected heroine, Laura Merrivale. How enchanting when she remarks, Papa says I am playful.
 Kit whisked her way through three hundred pages of wickedness to the point where Cunninghame, in a contrary and drink-sozzled fit, had been reduced to hurling himself out of an upper-storey window, with the conclusive result, the next sentence, that his brains bespattered the roadway. And a couple of pages after that, there was Laura Merrivale frozen to death on a bench in the Mall at half past three in the morning. Tough for both of them, but quite a thrill for the reader.
  Haywards last word on the subject, which Kit scribbled down in her notebook, was, Life exposes those who enjoy it to many vicissitudes. In brackets, she added childishly, On the other hand, lifes just wonderful for those who dont enjoy it, right? There was one other quote, regarding the Honourable Plaistow Cunninghame, that she couldnt resist: He had commenced his holocaust to the Moloch of lust when he was very young, for he was naturally depraved and vicious.
 Kit rolled this phrase luxuriously around her mind. A middle-aged man squeaked across the cork tiles behind her, a reader coughed, a couple of people murmured a greeting. How many of them, she wondered, were contemplating in their blood some small contribution, quite soonthat night preferablytowards their own little holocaust to the Moloch of lust?
 And so immediately did she form a reply to this question, if not quite an answer, that she found herself mouthing, You take your chances. Kit glanced sideways, having talked to herself, to see whether anyone was perhaps observing her, around or over the wooden screen fixed along the centre of her table. What her eyes finally met, however, was the reading room clock. She didnt want to be chased out when the place closed for the night. No more time for Skittles and Anonyma, with their merry vales and dim dalesthe erotics of deluded consent. It was more urgent that she press on with Bulwer Lytton and his attempts to justify exploiting in fiction the case of an infamous, true-life murderer.
 She opened the earlier edition of his novel, 1831, and read the preface at speed. Eugene Aram, though he had, yes, been a killer, had also been a scholarly gentleman, hence neither a vulgar ruffian, nor a profligate knave. In other words, Aram had been no dismal, commonplace, ordinary murderer, but an intriguing anomaly, fine, well, nothing new in that argument.
 Kit slowed her pace, read properly, compared the earlier with the later preface, jotted down a few notes, felt an abrupt burst of fatigue, jumped up, handed her books back in, and wondered, ashamed, what Hayward would have made of the name, Fanny Price. As she skimmed down the Bodleian stairs, she recalled the frame of mind shed been in coming up them and thought, this is a silly existence Im leadingwhich was fine so long as she didnt care.
 Which led her to ask herself, as she quit the library, what the point was to caring, about anything? For example, why had Joe, if that was really his name, smiled at her on parting? It hadnt felt fair, somehow, the fact that he had smiled as he turned away.
 It was dark outside. Kit crossed Broad Street, briefly slewing the axis of her shoulders so that she would pass untouched through a group of revellers, drinkers, loud voices, along to St Giles and beyond, up the Woodstock Roadpale, late-blooming roses glimmering in a front gardenstrode at her usual swift pace as soon as this was possible, quarter of an hour to where she lived in a tiny room on the top floor of what had once been a substantial mansion.
 It still was a mansion in its brickwork, but the building had been crudely converted years before into graduate lodgings. Kit took it that her own room had originally been quarters for a suffering maid or two. Below her, on the family floors, other residents of the house had scored a drawing room, a parlour, a visitors room, what have you.
 Kit slipped up to the attic flat, surplus married quarters awaiting renovation, and went into her own room. She shut the door behind hernot a confirmed habitand began to dance with herself the fastest dance shed learned in class, though she did this in a quiet, hoppish way; quiet, so that if he was in, she didnt disturb the boy who lived beneath her; hoppish, because strewn across her floor there lay a mass of papers and books.
 Hoppishly she twirled, her arms curved out in front of her, in ghost position, imagining being held. And if nothing else, she was being held, by her thoughts.
   

 After a few such solitary minutes, Kit took a leap to her desk chair, landing with a gleeful thump on her bottom. Zip, zip, zip! she cried. She switched on her computer and set to, copying out scribbles from her notebook:
  N.B. 1831 preface to Eugene Aram = Bulwer defends having tampered with the historical record on the grounds that his alterations constitute moral improvements: With the facts on which the tale of EUGENE ARAM is founded, I have exercised the common and fair licence of writers of fiction. But nine years later, after being attacked for writing on such a dubious topic in the first place, he produces a new preface = Did I want any other answer to the animad-versions of commonplace criticism, it might be sufficient to say that what the historian relates, the novelist has little right to disdain.

  Meaning what? In 1831, if Bulwers version was moral, that trumped the need to be factual, but in 1840, if it was factual, that released him from the requirement to be moral? Yes? No?
 Kit tried for about ten seconds to work out whether or not these positions were mutually exclusive. Anyway, rubbish, she thought. Werent the murder details, true or false, intended principally to be entertaining? Of course they were. She abandoned the subject in order to construct a new reading list for Orson. It had been amongst a heap of flyers on a shelf below the pigeon holes in Orsons lodging block, before shed been given his email address, that she had found the leaflet that advertised the St Christophers Social Dance Club. It was your fault I went, she thought, mentally addressing Orson in words.
 He had done his Oliver Twist essay for her in week one of his course. Week two, this week, hed done a second essay, on lawyers clerks. Now Kit wanted him to think about the alluring character of the woman detective in nineteenth-century British police fiction. Orson: Week Three, she tapped, Reading + Questions to Bear in Mind.
   

 Some time past eleven, exhausted and growing dull, Kit creaked up onto her feet and went to the kitchen. The moment the idea of supper struck her, she wanted to eat; but as she was still deep in mulling over facets of her workfacts, stories, murdershe experienced a blur of disappointment when she discovered Michaela, who had the other room in the flat, perched on the kitchen table with a chocolate biscuit. Still, another human being to talk to.
  Been out?
 Library, said Kit.
 Do I smell? Michaela pushed a stray crumb into her mouth with the back of her hand.
 Not from here.
 Good. Look at us, Michaela waved her half-biscuit expansively, Friday night. Bloody useless.
 Kit girded herself. Ah, but beforehand, youll be amazed to hear, I went out dancing.
 I completely dont believe you. Where? I mean, seriously?
 I went to a clubyes, seriouslyover in East Oxford. Not what you think, a club in the sense of learning how to doa kind of a mix-up of styles, I dont know, Latin steps and different kind of things like that. It was really funny.
 Kit, Im amazed. Good girl. Good work! I wouldve never believed it. And those dance clubs. I mean, its so uncool its almost cool again. Michaela shook another biscuit out of an expensive-looking tube. Any blokes?
 Id have expected you to ask me that first. Kit leant on the fridge, a small, student-grade appliance. She put her elbow on top of it and rested her hip against her hand. Strangely enough, I did get this bloke wanting to know if Id be going back next week. But it was a trial thing, the class I mean, and I wasnt even in the right level, although it was okay actually, I coped. But, basically, I dont think Im going again. She shrugged with false cheer, slopped over further and opened the fridge to assess her supply of one-person food containers and packets. Already she was in a state of regret that shed mentioned the dancing merely for the thrill of giving Michaela a surprise. She was happy to be a witness to Michaelas own ups and downs, indeed somewhat relished the details, but was herself by habit reticent.
 I didnt know you danced in, like, a properly got-together way, said Michaela.
 I cant claim it was proper; but my father sent me to ballet lessons as a kid. He wanted me to learn to walk tall, which worked, I have to admit, although I used to loathe it coleslaw, garlic bagel, fudge yogurt, wriggling about with a crowd of midgets in pink tutus, and all I had was a black leotardask my mother. Fucking hell. And anyway couscous with sweetcorn and red pepper, two days over its sell-by date, anyway, I spent half my time lying on the floor next to the piano because of nose bleeds. But he said, If you slouch, itll make you look even taller. He thinks no ones going to marry me. There was this pair of ancient dinner ladies at my primary school who used to say, You could be a Bluebell Girl when you grow up. Have you heard of them, Bluebell Girls?a particular sort of six-foot, Parisian stripper.
 Talking of slouching, said Michaela, you know Mr Fleet who does maintenance stuff round by the back bicycle lockups in college?
 Mr Fleet, yes.
 He came up to me this afternoon and started talking about his wife. So what was I supposed to do? He starts telling me about how he thinks shes stopped loving him, and he says, My wife doesnt kiss me properly any more. She only kisses me like this. And he says, Look, Ill show you. And Im thinking, crap, hes going to kiss me. By the wayno, sorryno
 What?
 No, doesnt matter. So, yes, he takes my hand and sort ofkind of flutters his mouth just over it, justII mean, Kit, it was one of the sexiest things thats happened to me in ages.
 Well, well, said Kit with a guttural purr.
 Yes, I know. And now I cant work out where to leave my bike.
 How aboutthe back bicycle lock-ups in college?
 Id rather drink a pint of piss.
 I thought you enjoyed it.
 Pay attention, Farr. I didnt say I enjoyed it.
 All the same, Mr Fleet.
 Give up, said Michaela.
 Kit assembled a plate of mixed leftovers and began to eat standing.
 Was he fit? Michaela asked. Fanciable?
 Who? No. That is, God knows, I dont know. Anyway, Im not going back.
 Come on, why not? Seriously, youre both into dancing, right? Why not?
 I didnt go to this thing because I like dancing. I wanted to dance Kit choked on a mouthful of dankly chilly supermarket quiche, to, you know, excuse me, get lost in it, kind of the wet pastry was proving horrible to get down, she had to swallow three times, sorryto enjoy being a bit out of it, you know? Like why I go to the cinema all the time. It was meant to be the same thing, just with more burn.
 How many times this week?
 What, the cinema?
 Yes.
 Oh. Every day? Except today, actually.
 Honestly. Should I be worried?
 I dont know. The death tally is in the order of, well, God, seven named characters, plus a pogrom, yes, plus a comical, multi-vehicle pile up with explosions, plus a bit of the First World War in the trenches, yet again, bore, bore.
 Michaela looked disapproving. Just tell me this, she said, is there any reason not to go for him, that you know of?
 Kit didnt answerdidnt, couldnt, wouldnt. She sat down at the table as Michaela slid off it. Michaela didnt leave, though. She started to make them both cocoas, with Kits milk, Kit noticed.
 Anyway, it wasnt a date, it was just a question, and I didnt say yes.
 Dont bother, replied Michaela, I dont even want to hear. Its a date and Im on your case. She stood there looking grumpy until the roiling milk almost flooded across the rim of the saucepan, whereupon she swiped it expertly from the gas, placing one overfull cocoa mug on the table by Kits plate of fridge food, and taking the other with her away out of the kitchen.
 Up yours, Kit murmured.
  

 After shed eaten, Kit ran herself a bath, got in, and lay submerged, apart from her face, in the near-scalding water. She breathed in the steam. It swirled as she drew on it, blew into it, drew on it, blew into it. Her ears were under. She could hear her heart thumping, and the slow, pulsed flair of her blood as it whirred in her veins. From an early age she had suffered bouts of faintness when getting up too fast, standing still for too long, dancing, shuffling round under-ventilated museums. Sometimes she grew faint simply from lying prostrate in a scalding
 Kit pushed herself up fast, curved up and round, water sloshing everywhere, up into a sitting position, bent her body forwards and over, clutched her legs, rested her headher eye socketson her knees, and forced herself to breathe heavily and slowly through her nose, afraid she might vomit in the water.
  

 When this disorderly spell had subsided, which swiftly it did, and she was able to sit up straight again, she found herself mesmerised by two black arcs of eyeliner on her knee caps. A shiver of mental connections caused her to wonder whether she would ever succeed in making Orson stare at her, as Detective Murray might have done, with a gaze like that of an ox in whose throat the butchers knife has been buried.
 Kit had been unable to resist putting Haywards erotic novels on Orsons reading list, not that she wanted to confuse him. He was supposed to be mugging up on the undercover woman police detective in Victorian literature, and Hayward, in addition to being a prominent member of a porn-writing syndicate, had been the first English author of any note to include such a figure in his work. Given that detectives in this period were widely thought of as virtual criminals themselves, and thus a disgraceful reflection on any government that employed them; and given that no women were officially acknowledged on the British police payroll until 1919, Kit wanted Orson to consider whether there hadnt, in the 1860s, been something so titillating about the notion of a secret woman detective, that it made sense for a pornographer to have been the first to enshrine one in print.
 Though hinting at this possibility in Questions to Bear in Mind, Kit had decided to leave the word transgressive to Orson. She bet herself he wouldnt be able to resist, the bet being that if Orson dropped transgressive into his essay, she would buy herself a fancy new pair of knickers.
 The butchers knifeher thoughts returned to her notebook; to Detective Murrays memoir. She visualised her own crabbed scribbles. She herself had been pissed on, well, metaphorically, who could say how many times? Metaphorically, being pissed on was an integral part of human existence. Metaphorically, the mass of human beings was drenched in urine. Literally, though, she had been pissed on once, aged about fifteen. It hadnt been an act of affection, and she had been forced to try to sort herself out afterwards in the miniature sink of a converted, peach-dcor, suburban boxroom toilet, an event so at odds with her own sense of herself, whatever that was, that she had since banished it pretty well completely from her mind. Once in a while though, the memory would leap back out at her. She recalled it now for the first time in two or three years.
  *

  Kits brief phases of nausea, speckled vision and panicky light-headedness she assumed to be a by-product of her blood having to get itself round a long-distance circulatory system. As she sat in the bathstill too hot under the water, but from the waist upwards chillingher thoughts went into muddled orbit. Who is this bastard, anywayJoe? Joe who? Why the smile? What does he want with me? She took her flannel to the eyeliner on her knees, then attempted to clean the black smears off her flannel, before washing her face and hoisting herself out of the bath.
 The attic flat had been divided up in a curious fashion, with the kitchen smaller than the bathroom; while the bathroom had the top floors most generous window, but neither curtains nor a blind. Except in high summer, however, the panes would quickly steam up when hot water was running, enough to satisfy the most bashful individual, before the condensation would fuse into drops and fall in runnels down the glass. Some of the hot water that you ran for your bath floated off to sheet the uncurtained window, a ridiculously improbable arrangement; but convenient, Kit always thought.
  

 She had forgotten to leave her towel on the rubber-mesh bath mat, and made a jolty dash to the little stool against the far wall where shed dumped it with her clothes and pyjamas. Late September, the days were still reasonably warm, but not so the nights. She swerved to avoid a daddy-long-legs, tangled up in a ball of dust and hair, that was berserkly whirligigging round the floor, but her attempt to free it led to her pulling off a wing. When she then executed it, folded in a square of loo paper, the body audibly popped. Kit was now cold to her bones, and slightly distressed. She dried herself fast and put her jumper back on over her night gear.
 She returned to her room, and this time didnt dance, hoppishly or otherwise, but sat on her bed, defeated. When she had gone back inside the church hall after her stint at Pams Cafe, she had unthinkingly checked for any men taller than herself. There had been none. But if there had been lots, or just a couple, then what? Thennothing in particular.
 All the same, the fact was that from that point on she had only inattentively observed any of the people around her, and only a few of them; and those only because theyd been hopeless at dancing, or extra good, or had looked unlikely for one reason or another. Men, women, she had fleetingly watched the odd person, but with little interest.
 Joe, Kit hadnt noticed. She was flattered, in a way, that he had noticed her; but not that flattered.
 She tried to think how old he had been, and came up with a decade-long span from early thirties to early forties. Either he was rising forty, she thought, but had a boyishness to him that made him appear younger, or he was younger, but hed been through it a bit and life had weathered him. His hair hed had cut very short. His clothes and name told her nothing. Many kinds of men might wear such clothes and bear his name.
 She began to debate with herself quite how negligible the height difference between them had been, and when this got tedious, tried to remember his voicelow, straightforward, from somewhere in the middle of things. It hadnt been local to East Oxford, though he had seemed hard enough. She thought about it. Really, he had looked, if thin, as though, should he wish to, he could beat a person to a pulp. But why should he wish to, and anyway, so what? Perhaps he
 Kit chided herself for thinking about any of this at all. What did it matter? Jessie Keith, I cut her across this way and then down this way, and I threw away the parts of her I
 She sat on her bed, defeated. What do I care? she asked herself. He had had a certain air, something about him. She didnt know what, some sort of watchfulness.
   

 By the time shed got properly into bed, under the covers, Kit couldnt remember how tall he had been, how old, what he had looked like, what impression he had given her: nothing. If required, for unimaginable reasons, to pick him out in a crowd, would she actually be capable of recognising him now? She didnt feel at all sure she would. Then again, she wasnt going back, so what the hell?
 It took next to no time lying in bed for her to become consciously unhappy. In a book, she thought, her decision not to go back to the dance club would be the hilarious prelude to her going back to the dance club. But not even in her worst nightmares did she behave like a girl from a hilarious book.
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